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FORBIDDEN WEAPON 


WHAT WORLDS WOULD DIE, AND WHEN? 
ONLY SCIENCE, THE DESTROYER, KNEW THE ANSWER! 


by Alfred Coppel 


Yes, Aurora was doomed, and within two weeks the warriors of Valkyr 
would have sown salt over the ruins of Astraris. But golden-haired Janessa 
knew that the men who attacked the star-king were no Aurorans but men 
from space, and that only one thing could save her now from being turned 
into a she-wolf and the whole galaxy from ravishment—the Navigators' 
resorting to the forbidden weapon! 


Chapter One 


For many hours Kevin the Navigator had driven his open ground car 
along the sea-cliff wall, but now its fuel was nearly-exhausted. The rain that 
had turned his black cape and tunic into a sodden ruin, sluiced off his steel 
cap and oiled mail shirt and soaked through to chill the bare flesh beneath. 
Behind, the sounds of the pursuing ground car grew louder—and with an 
oath Kevin realized that the men who had followed him from the spaceport 
were gaining. 

Turning his head Kevin could see their car clearly on the palisades. 
When his fuel ran out they would overtake him and cut him off from 
Melissande. The light was fading, but there would still be a long gray time 
before nightfall and Kevin could not hope to evade them until dark. The 
young soldier-priest's hand sought the worn rubber haft of his flail in an 
unconscious gesture of defiance. 

The solid reality of the weapon brought a grim comfort. This, at least, 
was simple and elemental. Long range weapons had been outlawed, of 
course, but the electric flail was a deadly weapon at close quarters, and it 
could be thrown. The cape and the rubber haft protected you, and the metal 
ball and chain could kill. 


He must fight. And he must win or die. This was something 
momentarily apart from the soul-shaking confusions he had faced of late. 

Like fragments of colored glass in a kaleidoscope, the events of the last 
weeks flashed through Kevin's mind. He saw again the strained face of the 
Navigator Superior on the day he had left the Cloister in Algol. He felt the 
stab of pain he had felt the day he had been told of the treachery on Aurora, 
and of his father's mortal wounds. 

"Kreon, the Warlord, lies dying at Melissande..." 

The words sounded hollow and strange. Stranger yet was the thought 
that his brother lay in chains somewhere. Karston the Proud—in chains. He 
had hardly known his brother, but dimly he remembered Karston as a tall, 
strong, proud man—a born leader of men. An ambitious man who could be 
cruel or kind as the circumstances demanded. His brother in chains. 

It all had a dream-like quality of unreality to Kevin. The structure of his 
life had crumbled about him in the space of an hour, and now he was faced 
with building another sort of life out of a savage and confused nothingness. 
No longer could he think of a life devoted to the ancient mysteries of the 
Navigators. With Karston captured and Kreon dying, the coronet of star- 
king was his, and with it the leadership of an ancient and warlike people. 

His engine sputtered once and then again, and the car coasted to a stop. 
The sudden movement brought Kevin back to present reality. There was 
little sense in worrying about his future life, he thought bleakly, while those 
two behind him followed. Glancing back through the wet twilight, he could 
see that his pursuers were seeking to force him downward onto a narrow 
shelf high above the darkling sea. 
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With quick decision, The Navigator decided not to attempt running their 
gauntlet. The narrow shelf suited him as well as it suited them. There, at 
least, he could force them to fight out of their car. He climbed out of his 
own car and headed toward the shelf, loosening his flail and ancestral 
dagger in their sheaths. 

For an instant, Kevin wondered if these two could be Aurorans, and 
then chided himself for entertaining a foolish thought. With the whole 
planet of Valkyr up in arms, no Auroran could possibly pass the Identifiers 


that guarded every spaceport in the known galaxy. The Navigators 
themselves maintained the machines for the preservation of a precarious 
peace among the warlike worlds of the Edge. 

No, these were either highwaymen, or—Kevin frowned—or assassins 
hired by someone who had known that his haste to be at Kreon's side would 
separate him from the escort of captains Hulse had sent to bring him to 
Melissande. 

Perhaps, thought Kevin suddenly, this was not as simple as it had at first 
appeared. His pursuers must have seen his black cane and its golden 
Spaceship and Flail blazon. They knew then that he was a Navigator and 
carried nothing of value but his weapons. Plain robbery, therefore, was an 
unlikely motive. And he had spent the last ten of his twenty-five years in 
and around Algol, where the Cloister of the Navigators lay. He could have 
no personal enemies on his native planet. He was almost a stranger to 
Valkyr.... 

Moving swiftly now, Kevin retreated to the very edge of the shelf. 
Underfoot, the sparse tundra was slick with the rain. Behind him a sheer 
drop of a hundred feet ended among the churning breakers of the sea. The 
wind was rising now, driving the cold rain before it like a lash. Kevin 
unclasped his cape and wound it around his dagger arm. Then he drew his 
weapons and waited. 


Chapter Two 


The castle of Melissande straddled a rocky point jutting like a sword 
into the sea. The topmost towers were lost, as evening fell, amid the racing 
scud clouds that churned black and forbidding across the barren shoreline. 
The pennons and banners that showed the presence there of both the 
Warlord and the Lord Hulse whipped in the rising gale, heavy with rain. 

On the crenelated battlements, amid the rusted ruins of ancient and 
forgotten war-machines, the guards sought shelter against the storm. Their 
flails gleamed fitfully in the light of the sputtering flambeaux as they stood 
about in groups and conversed in low tones. 

There was a pall of gloom on the great steel and stone citadel. In a bare 
room in the north tower, surrounded by helpless physicians and warlocks, 


the star-king lay dying. 

Far below, in a small chamber beneath the crashing waves that battered 
at the impregnable curtain-walls, two men sat before a bare table. One, a 
tall, commanding figure wearing the metal harness of a Valkyr warrior, 
fondled a dagger. The light of the single lamp struck shards of fire from the 
gems in the pommel. The other man was a hooded dwarfish thing with the 
sallow complexion and steely eyes of an android. He was speaking in a 
harsh, resonant whisper. 

"but my master grows impatient, Hulse. Valkyr is to be the last, as 
you well know. The others have wasted their substance and the Dead world 
is ready to strike. The Atomics are assembled and the Imperial City is under 
surveillance. Only Valkyr remains and Kreon must die! Why had he not 
died?" 

Hulse stretched his long legs with a sigh and smiled disdainfully at the 
android. "Patience. Patience, my dear Rog. You forget that I, of all people 
should know your... ah... master's plans. Kreon will die. Even now he's 
sinking fast." The handsome face was suddenly distorted by a frown. "If 
you had done your job properly at the feast on Aurora, Kreon would have 
died there and I would not have had to bring him back here at all. 
Remember that. However." He shrugged and sheathed the dagger, "it 
matters little. I have Janessa here a prisoner and that in itself should be 
enough to force Aurora to fight." 

The android pulled his cloak tighter around himself, as though chilled 
by the dankness of the stone room. "How soon? It must be soon. Remember 
that when Kevin arrives, you will have the Navigators to deal with, and they 
have always had access to the forbidden weapons. We must strike the 
Imperium quickly if we are to succeed." 

"Kevin will not arrive," declared Hulse flatly. 

Something like the parody of a smile touched the android's thin lips. "I 
see. You have attended to that." 

Lord Hulse arose as though to signal that the interview was over. "I 
have attended to everything," he said coldly. "Tell him that. Aurora and 
Valkyr will be at war within the week. Kreon will be dead within the hour, 
and Kevin the Navigator will not arrive to interfere with our plans." He 
stepped to the door and touched the lock. It opened with a click. "Kindly 


remember that I have had something to do with the plans, Rog, and do not 
presume to think that you—an android—are closer to our master than I." 

The android paled slightly at the insult but remained silent. 

"Tell him that I want Janessa for myself. He should have no objections 
to that. When the crown of Imperator is his, he will have the galaxy to 
choose from." 

The android nodded sullenly and got to his feet. 

"Now go," ordered Hulse, "and take care that you are not seen. Your 
ship is at the south postern. Take care that you are not seen blasting off, 
either. A strange spaceship is cause for comment on Valkyr." 

The android glared up at the tall Valkyr. "I was not seen coming, nor 
will I be seen going. I am not a fool; Hulse. Take care that you may always 
say the same." Then he was gone down the dark passageway and the Lord 
Hulse stood alone, smiling into the dim room. 
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Avoiding the most traveled hallways of the castle, Hulse made his way 
to his own quarters. Once there, he called for his orderly. The warrior 
entered and saluted. 

"Is there news of the Warlord?" asked Hulse. 

"None, sir. But the warlock Malthus mutters of poisoning." The young 

warrior's face darkened with anger. "If it is so, that Auroran she-wolf will 
Pay...." 
"Malthus is a fool," said Hulse shortly. "The Warlord was severely 
wounded. The Aurorans had no need to poison him—and they will suffer 
for their treachery." He paused thoughtfully. "Bring the Princess of Aurora 
to me here." 

"At once, my lord." The warrior saluted and withdrew, Hulse kindled 
the fire, laid in the huge grate. He sat fondling his dagger as the flames 
leaped high. 

Presently the orderly returned, leading a chained young woman. Hulse 
ordered him out with a gesture and sat staring thoughtfully at the tattered 
figure standing proudly before him. 

"Well, Janessa? Have you changed your mind? Do you wish my help 
now?" 


Janessa of Aurora did not reply. The firelight played on her tumbled hair 
and etched the curves of her body into Hulse's memory. He would always 
remember her like this now, he thought with satisfaction. Helpless and 
completely his—if and when he chose to take her. 

"You know, of course, that Aurora is doomed. Within two weeks at the 
outside, the warriors of Valkyr will have sown salt over the ruins of 
Astraris. Then you will be Princess of Nothing. Only I can help you." 

"I want nothing from you, Hulse," said the girl with an effort, "Except 
the truth." 

"Truth? What is truth?" Hulse spread his hands ingenuously. 

"Tell your people that the men who attacked Karston and Kreon at our 
betrothal feast were no Aurorans, but men from space! Tell all Valkyr that 
my people had no part in such treachery!" Janessa's voice seemed near the 
breaking point. "There has been peace between Aurora and Valkyr since 
Kieron the Warlord's time. We did not stab our friends in the back! We had 
no reason—" 

Hulse shook his head sadly. "No, Janessa, I cannot tell the men of 
Valkyr that. Their star-king is dying; your own betrothed—prince Karston 
—is gone. They must have vengeance for that. Aurora will die." 

Quite suddenly Janessa was blazing. She leapt forward, brandishing her 
manacles like a weapon, slashing at Hulse with white-hot fury. One link 
caught him across the cheek, laying it open to the bone. With a sweeping 
blow he knocked the girl sprawling to the flagstones and stood over her, 
breath coming hard, hand to his cheek. 

"You vixen!" he muttered. "I could have you stripped naked and given 
to the guardsmen for that!" 

"Do what you like, swine!" cried the girl. "You know that both I and my 
people are guiltless and yet you call for war...." Her eyes glittered feral hate. 
"I warn you, Hulse, you had better kill me. For by the Gods of Science, and 
the Great Destroyer himself, I shall kill you if you don't!" 

Hulse reached down and lifted her to him by a harness strap. He was 
smiling suddenly and he pulled her tight against him. 

"In time, Janessa, you will learn better. In time." He kissed her full on 
the mouth and she twisted away from him, wiping her lips as though 
something unclean had touched her. 


Janessa's voice was low and steady, "I warn you once more, Hulse. Stay 
away from me. Stay away from me...." 

Hulse bowed formally and called for his orderly. There was a mocking 
insolence in his eyes as he watched the captive led away. 

When the orderly returned Hulse was again before the fire caressing the 
dagger in his hands.' 

"The captains have arrived, Lord Hulse," said the young warrior 
worriedly, "And Prince Kevin is not with them...." 

Hulse's eyebrows arched upward. "Indeed?" He arose languorously and 
called for his weapons. "We must meet with them and learn what has 
happened to keep the Prince Navigator from his liege father's deathbed. It 
might be something... unforeseen." 


Chapter Three 


With his back to the sea, Kevin stood waiting for his assailants. He 
watched them close in on him, walking cautiously on the slippery path. As 
they reached the inland edge of the narrow rock-shelf they saw that Kevin 
waited for them with his weapons ready and this gave them pause, for 
everyone knew that the soldier-priests were excellent fighters. 

Kevin watched them clearly. From his vantage point at the edge of the 
shelf he could see clearly that they wore no identifying metal, and though 
this was to be expected in hired assassins or robbers, he felt disappointed. 
Each man carried a flail and a dagger and wore mail and a cape as was the 
custom among the Valkyrs. 

Their faces showed them to be peasants or androids. It was hard to tell 
in the failing light. In the last quarter century, androids had mixed freely 
with the population of most of the inhabited galaxy and there were even 
reports of children being born of robo-human unions. For the most part 
however, androids were recognizable by their short, stocky build and their 
sallow complexions. Kevin found himself hoping fervently that these two 
might be androids, for the artificial people lacked the muscular coordination 
to use their electric flails to best advantage. 

Such was not the case, however. As the two began to inch forward, the 
Navigator could determine conclusively that they were both of human 


stock. He raised his flail and set his sandaled feet more firmly in the 
slippery tundra-grass. 

One of the attackers was whirling his flail overhead and Kevin watched 
him draw it back and take aim. The missile arced through the rain to meet 
the glittering circle of Kevin's own flail as he swept it aside. With a clash of 
sparks it went clattering among the rocks far below. 

There was a whispered conversation between the two men, and then 
they charged him, one with upraised flail and the other with his dagger 
ready. 

Kevin met the first attacker's flail with his own, and they nullified each 
other like similar poles of a magnet, but the sudden movement had left him 
off balance and the second assassin's blade gashed his arm below the short 
mailed sleeve. The sharp pain of the wound lanced through him and he 
muttered an oath, thrusting at his first assailant with the ancient dagger 
which had been his grandfather's. The point punctured the man's cheek and 
he leaped back out of danger. 

Kevin whirled to engage the second now, who was unbalanced by the 
force of his own charge. Twice the man parried the Navigator's head-blows, 
but the third stroke broke through his guard and flashed against his 
protective helmet, staggering him. The man fell and Kevin raised his flail to 
end the combat, but the other returned suddenly to the attack. The 
Navigator turned to face him. 

The strident clash of metal filled the twilight, and sparks flashed all 
about them, permeating the air with the strong odor of ozone. Kevin could 
feel his wounded arm stiffening. The assassin, heavier built than the 
Navigator, closed with him haft to haft; pressing him back toward the drop 
at his back. On the grass, the other man was stirring. Kevin let his assailant 
drive him back until he could release his dagger arm. Then with a sudden, 
vicious motion, he drove it upward under the man's mailed shirt. 
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There was a shrill scream of agony as the blade bit deep. Kevin could 
feel the hot blood gushing over his hand. The man straightened stiffly and 
pitched to the ground, his clawed fingers digging spasmodically into the 
wet tundra of the ledge. 


Breath coming hard, the Navigator whirled to see the dead man's 
companion on his feet again, flail in hand. His eyes were still filmy from 
the force of the blow he had taken, but his courage had not failed him. He 
lowered his head and charged Kevin clumsily. 

The Navigator did not swing. He wanted to take the man alive. It was 
important that he know what, if any, hidden motive there might be for this 
sneak attack on a member of the Order. He evaded the charge easily 
enough, but the man moved past him, turning unsteadily on the very edge of 
the precipice. Kevin raised his flail hand as though to hold the assassin 
back. The movement was sudden and unconscious. It was also very like a 
feint. The stunned brigand raised his own weapon jerkily and stepped 
backward. The slippery tundra gave way under his weight. For just a 
fleeting instant Kevin saw him etched against the darkening sky, an 
expression of stupid disbelief on his face. And then he was gone. His long 
wailing cry breaking the sodden silence of the short, vicious battle. 

For a long while Kevin stood on the ledge, the dead man at his feet. It 
was quite dark now, and the wind howled mournfully around the figured 
palisades of the sea cliff. The rain lashed his face, wetting his dry lips and 
stinging his cheeks. 

Kevin knelt and searched the harness pouch of the dead man. In the 
light of his torch he inspected the assassin's meager belongings. There was 
nothing of course, to identify him. Only a larger amount of money than 
would ordinarily be carried by a common warrior. Kevin stared at the coins. 
The platinum discs gleamed under the tiny light. Then, he thought heavily, 
it was true. Someone had hired these men to prevent his arrival at 
Melissande. 

Kevin snapped off the torch and frowned into the darkness. Who had 
done this thing? And why? Who could have known that he would leave the 
escort Hulse had sent for behind in his haste? It would have to be someone 
who knew him well. Someone who knew his personal traits of impatience 
and disregard of custom. Only such a one would know that the traditionally 
slow and funereal pace set by the captains would gall him into precipitous 
action. And why? Why? 

Kevin shook his head slowly. His thoughts still seemed clouded by the 
reaction of the combat. He needed time—and help. 


There was Malthus, of course. Malthus had always been his father's 
favorite among the warlocks of the Valkyr court. It had been Malthus who 
had set Kevin's feet on the path to the Order of Navigators. Malthus could 
help him understand these things. 

And Hulse. There was the Lord Hulse. Kevin had never liked him, but 
Hulse had been close to his father—Karston. A man who could serve the 
cold and arrogant Prince Karston—a man who could love him—could also 
be counted on in times of stress. 

Suddenly weary, Kevin turned and made his way back up the trail to 
where his attackers' car waited. He gathered his cape about him against the 
icy touch of the rain and bound his wound with a scarf. Then he climbed in 
and headed the car toward Melissande. 


Chapter Four 


The dungeons of Melissande were far beneath the surface of the sea and 
the drafts that moved through the damp corridors were thick with the smell 
of salt and niter. Little could be heard under the water but the distant 
booming of the surf and very faintly the echoes of the mournful requiem for 
the dying star-king. 

Janessa of Aurora huddled shivering against a seaward wall and 
listened. It seemed to her that the faint sounds of mourning that had so long 
filled her prison were changing in tone—becoming more agonized and 
poignant as Kreon sank deeper into the mistiness of death. 

The narrow beam of light streaming through the barred grill in her cell 
door touched Janessa. Her golden hair was caked with prison filth and her 
full lips were compressed and blue against the cold. She still wore the 
remnants of her betrothal finery, but it was ripped and tattered beyond all 
recognition now. For days she had shivered in the dungeons of Melissande 
half naked and full of a shaking, grinding terror that only her pride dammed 
up within her. 

It was hard for her to believe that all this was not a nightmare and that 
she would not awake once again in Astraris, safe and unafraid. But it was 
no dream. Hulse's touch was still upon her flesh and she remembered the 
burning insistence of his kiss with a mixture of shame, hate and panic. 


She recalled only vaguely the attack on her betrothal feast. It had a 
many-faceted unreality that was confusing and grotesque. One minute she 
and her Regent had stood in the Great Hall of Astraris watching Kreon the 
Warlord and his elder son advancing down the serried rows of bowing 
courtiers—and the next—madness.... 

She had never loved Karston. She had known him, of course, for years, 
for Valkyr and Aurora were near neighbors among the systems of the 
galactic Edge. Peace had been among them since the Imperatrix Alys had 
commissioned the great warrior Kieron of Valkyr to aid the dynasty of 
Aurora in their fight for liberty from the Antarean hordes. And that had 
been a century and more ago. 

But Karston had never been to her liking. She had found him overly 
proud, arrogant, and ambitious beyond all reason. It was terrible to think of 
that prideful prince in chains among strangers. She did not see the irony of 
her concern for him while she lay like a slave in the pits of Melissande. 

Yet when Kreon had asked her hand in marriage for his heir, neither she 
nor her Regent had hesitated. An alliance between two systems of the Edge, 
where the warrior strength of the galactic Imperium was concentrated, was 
a thing much to be sought for. Too many of the warrior worlds were weak 
and spent now after senseless and unexplainable wars. The power of the 
Imperatrix suffered and the lot of the trillions of people under her reigning 
hand suffered too. 

Janessa suppressed a sob. Now there would be war again. This time 
between Aurora and Valkyr. Warriors and tillers of the soil would die 
together. Even the Navigators could not stop it. They could only fulfill their 
traditional role of custodians of the ancient spaceships—carrying men back 
and forth across the vast spaces of the Edge, now to death. 

The shaft of light from the door of her cell widened suddenly, and 
Janessa sat blinking into the glare. A robed figure was standing in the frame 
of brightness. It was the star-king's warlock, Malthus. 

Janessa did not rise. Suddenly, all Valkyrs had become enemies, and the 
once kindly Malthus was not likely to be an exception. Kreon was dying, 
and Malthus existed on the star-king's bounty. 
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The light behind the old warlock gave his white hair and beard the look 
of a nimbus surrounding his face. Janessa thought suddenly of the 
solideographs she had seen of the old saints of the First Empire. In that 
misty, golden age men of good will had lived to fight the evil power of the 
Atom Gods and the Great Destroyer Science. They had fought with the only 
weapons they had possessed—courage and benevolence—but they had 
failed and the Galactic Wars had swept like plague across the heavens 
bringing the savagery and wanton of ignorance of the Interregnum. 

Malthus advanced into the dim cell and motioned the guards away. 
When they were alone together, he bowed to Janessa formally. 

The Princess of Aurora suppressed a sudden wild impulse to laugh at 
the sight of the great warlock Malthus of Valkyr bowing to a chained and 
filthy girl in the pits of his lord's keep. She bit down hard on her lip and got 
to her feet unsteadily. The days of close confinement were beginning to tell 
on her. She could feel hysteria like a hot ball in the pit of her stomach. 

"My lady, be of good cheer," said the warlock in his oddly accented 
speech. "Your ill fortune will not long continue." 

Janessa caught her breath. For the first time since the precipitous retreat 
of the Valkyrs from Aurora, a kind word had been spoken to her. And from 
a warlock whose knowledge of the occult was said to approach that of the 
Order of Navigators itself. 

Almost timidly, she extended a grimy hand. "You... you have news, 
Malthus? Does Kreon fare better?" 

The warlock shook his head sadly. "Kreon dies, lady. And when he is 
gone I may expect to join you here, for Hulse has no love for me. But it will 
not last for long. Kevin comes." 

Kevin. To Janessa the name conjured up a memory of a dark eyed boy 
of ten stepping aboard a spaceship surrounded by caped Navigators. The 
picture was dimmed with years and half-obscured by the glittering figure of 
Karston the Proud. "Kevin," she spoke the name softly. "A boy...." 

The warlock took her hand and shook his head. "No, lady. A man. A 
prince of Valkyr and..." He pronounced the word reverently: "...a 
Navigator." 

Janessa automatically made the sign of the flail on her breast. She 
thought of the Order of Navigators almost fearfully, for the people of 
Aurora were devout. But there were questions, and she felt that she must 


ask them, for her only hope and the hope of her people rested with... a 
Navigator. 

The warlock seemed to divine her thoughts. "The Order is revered, 
lady," he said ruefully, "And not understood. It is the fault of our savage 
times." 

"They are powerful?" she asked hopefully. 

Malthus shrugged. "They own the sharpest dagger. Knowledge." 

"Can they help... my people?" breathed Janessa fearfully, "Hulse blames 
Aurora for the attack that befell the feast. He calls the lords of Valkyr to 
battle against my people—seeking vengeance for Karston and Kreon." 
Tears started unbidden. "By the Gods of Space, Malthus, it was not 
Aurorans that attacked Astraris that awful night! It was men from space! 
Unknown men..." 

"Men armed with the forbidden weapons, Janessa," said the warlock 
harshly, "I was there. The forbidden weapons... Atomics!" 

Janessa gasped at the hideous word. She felt her heart contract. 

"Atomics," said Malthus pitilessly, "the Great Destroyer is once again 
loose in the galaxy!" 
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Janessa sank to the bare bench that lined the stone wall. The terror that 
stalked every human being in the inhabited galaxy raged suddenly in her 
breast. Fear, like a black shadow, swooped down out of the night to possess 
her. 

"Gods of Space, who can save us now?" she whispered. 

Malthus sat down beside her and spoke in low tones. 

"Long ago, lady, before this Imperium rose from the ashes of the dark 
ages, there lived another, greater Empire. A thousand star-kings formed the 
inner council and the Emperors were masters of all the known universe. It 
was then that the spaceships were built, for these men were like gods. 
Science was king and miracles were cheap." 

"But war came. Again and again. It swept across the sky like fire, and 
the whole universe trembled under the steel fist of the atom gods. Man went 
mad and science became the Great Destroyer. The great Empire fell, and 


falling, sowed madness and savagery among the survivors of the 
cataclysm... the dark ages of the Interregnum came." 

"But not all knowledge perished. The spaceships remained intact, for 
they were eternal. And the men who guided them among the stars joined 
together into an Order. The Order of Navigators. They—and a few scattered 
witches and warlocks—clung to the old knowledge. Not all, for much was 
lost in the madness of the Great Destroyer. But much did remain. Atomic 
weapons remained...." 

Janessa shuddered again at the awful word. 

"Then came the slow and painful dawn of a new age. A fierce age. A 
time of strife and pain. An age of Iron. Gilmer, the Great Imperator was 
born. Under his strong rule the Galactic Imperium was reborn—but reborn 
as a loose confederation of star systems. This he did with fire and flail, for 
the Navigators guarded the terrible secrets of the Great Destroyer and none 
might use such mighty weapons. They aided him when they could, for out 
of savage isolation was coming once again the unity that means life among 
the stars. The Imperatrix Alys followed her illustrious father and added to 
the Imperium with the help of the warlords of the Edge. For it has always 
been among the people of the Edge that the Imperial power is strongest. 
Man, in the pain and agony of a thousand tiny wars, was feeling the birth 
pains of a new golden age. But one in which atomic power would be 
forever controlled by a benevolent Order. Man might fight, but they would 
fight man to man, and with light weapons alone. Mass destruction and the 
murder of worlds would be forever beyond them.... 

"Until now!" Malthus' voice went harsh again. "On Aurora I saw 
Atomics used. And the worlds of the Edge waste their substance on 
fratricidal war. I see a pattern, lady. There is a great evil at work in the 
Imperium. And it bears the power of the Great Destroyer that can smash us 
all. It must be stopped!" 

Janessa thought again of Kevin. After hearing Malthus, the stature of 
the soldier-priest had grown in her mind, but she was still a prisoner and 
sick at heart. 

"Kevin," she said slowly, "may be a Navigator, Malthus, but he is still a 
Valkyr prince. What will he say when Hulse tells him that my people are 
responsible for that?" She raised her head significantly toward the upper 
levels of the keep where Keron lay. 


"Kevin will hear me," Malthus declared. "He must. This evil must be 
found. And I can tell him where it will be discovered." 

Janessa's eyes widened. "You know where?" 

Malthus nodded. "Such weapons as the strangers from space used on 
Aurora could be found only in one place in the Imperium. In the place 
where they were first conceived. In the place that died under their acrid 
touch. In the place where the First Empire was born, lady. On Earth. On the 
Dead World!" 

"Gods, Malthus! You would tread on the unholy soil of... of the... Dead 
World? The place of All Evil?" Janessa felt herself faint with superstitious 
dread and terror. 

The warlock nodded. "I am an old man, lady. To rid the Imperium of 
this hideous thing, I would risk even the Dead World." 

Janessa sat deep in thought, a struggle going on within her. A lifetime of 
feudal ignorance was fighting with her basic sense of right. Finally she said 
quietly. "I, too, Malthus...." 

They sat in silence, both shaken by the words they had spoken and the 
thoughts that raced through their minds. Presently they became aware that 
only the distant booming of the surf sounded through the ancient halls of 
the citadel. The keening of the mourners had stopped. 

It was Malthus who spoke first. His voice was heavy and dull. "May 
Kevin come soon, lady," he said. "Kreon is dead." 


Chapter Five 


Their first warning of danger was the clatter of armed men in the 
passageway. Malthus glanced meaningfully at Janessa and got to his feet. 

"So soon," he murmured. "I didn't think it would be so soon." 

Janessa's grip on her shackles tightened automatically. "Hulse?" she 
asked. 

Malthus nodded and stood waiting while the iron door of the cell swung 
open, and the tall figure of the plotter stepped down into the cubicle. Behind 
him were a dozen armed warriors of the guard. They filled the doorway and 
overflowed into the dim prison cell. 


Hulse was resplendent. He ordered a guard holding a lamp forward, and 
piercing yellow light dispelled the gloom. Malthus' eyes widened as he saw 
that Hulse was carrying the Warlord's baton. 

Hulse turned to his men with a pleased smile. He pointed at Malthus 
with Kreon's baton. "You see? It is as I said. The old warlock and the 
Auroran she-wolf plot together—even as they did to make sure of Kreon's 
death with poison!" 

The warriors’ faces grew dark and threatening. Janessa burst forth 
angrily, head high, eyes flashing. 

"Liar! I have never harmed Kreon, nor has Malthus and you know it 
well, Hulse!" 

Hulse's smile was not a pretty thing. "Janessa, you must not try to 
squirm out of this thing now. Kreon has died and I have called the chieftains 
into a war council. Think how your placid people will die as our fighting 
men ride across Aurora with fire and flail..." 

Janessa winced at the thought. Hers were a peaceful people. They would 
fight, of course, but they would die. And she stood helplessly in chains 
while Hulse destroyed everything with his monstrous, insane plot. 

Malthus was speaking. His voice resonant. "You wasted little time, 
Hulse, in usurping the power in Valkyr. But take care, Hulse. Kevin comes 
to avenge his father and his brother—and the Lord Kevin is a Navigator." 

Hulse laughed harshly. "By the Seven Hells, warlock, so you swallow 
the old wives tales about the Navigators, too. I thought you would have 
better sense!" 

The warriors with Hulse stirred uneasily. His words were dangerously 
close to blasphemy. 

"I know," declared Malthus, "that you are involved in a scheme to 
weaken the Imperium by provoking wars, Hulse. And I know too that the 
Great Destroyer is loose again among the systems of the galaxy...." 

Hulse stepped forward suddenly and struck Malthus sharply across the 
mouth with a mailed hand. The warlock staggered, but remained erect, 
blood streaking his white beard. 

"It will do no good, Hulse," said Malthus. "No good at all." 

Hulse spoke to a warrior at his elbow. "Arrest this man. I say that he 
aided this woman to poison our late Warlord..." 


Malthus nodded. "It is true that Kreon was given poison, but it was not I 
and not the Princess of Aurora who added to Kreon's death burden of 
wounds." He, extended a long finger at Hulse. "It was you, and no other!" 

In desperation, Janessa turned to the group of Valkyr warriors behind 
Hulse. "Nor did my people attack the feast in Astraris! Tell your comrades 
that it was strangers from space, in great black ships not manned by 
Navigators who attacked us and took Karston! Tell them...." 

"Enough!" Hulse commanded sharply. "Enough of these lies! I rule here 
now, and I say that it was the treachery of Aurora that killed Kreon and took 
Karston from us! And I say that as I rule here, there will be war! Arrest this 
sneaking swine of a warlock! He dies within the hour!" 

The disciplined warriors laid hands on Malthus. He did not resist. 
Janessa watched, horrified, as irons were put on his hands and feet. 

"What will you tell Kevin When he arrives, Hulse?" asked Malthus 
evenly. "How will you explain this?" 

"There will be no need," declared Hulse shortly. "The escort of captains 
has arrived without him. He has returned to his precious cloister and left 
Valkyr in the hands of men, not priestlings!" 

Janessa felt her heart sink. Kevin was not coming, then, and her hope of 
aid from the Order of Navigators was not to be realized. It was like the 
sharp slamming of a door in her face. 

There was a stirring among the back ranks of the warriors in the 
passageway beyond the cell. They were making way and speaking in 
whispers. 

"He must come," whispered Janessa. "He must!" 

"He will not, Janessa," said Hulse flatly. 

"Not so, Lord Hulse!" said an even voice from among the warriors. 

Hulse whirled furiously. "Who said that?" he demanded. "Who dared?" 

"I dared." A black caped figure stepped forward into the light. 
Trappings and armor were plain, but carried with a bearing that spoke of 
high birth and confidence in arms. Over the left breast, the sable cape bore a 
strange and yet familiar insignia. A golden spaceship and a flaming flail. 
Under the steel cap, dark eyes burned levelly into Hulse's. 

Kevin had come home. 


Hulse stared as though he were seeing a ghost. The warriors had 
dropped to their knees before their soldier-priest prince. Janessa and 
Malthus stood frozen, afraid to break the spell. A Navigator had come. 

"I had thought," said Kevin evenly, "to turn to you for help, Hulse. But 
now I wonder if perhaps you have not helped too much already...." 

Hulse was mastering the shock of seeing Kevin alive now, and his ready 
tongue was coming to the rescue. 

"When the captains arrived without you, lord," he said protestingly. 
"What was I to think? They told me that you had gone away toward the 
sea." 

"I went to Melissande. My impatience was almost my death. Or perhaps 
you know that, Hulse?" asked Kevin softly. 

Hulse was aghast. "You were attacked?" 

"I was attacked." 

"You should never have left the captains, lord. The coast is thick with 
marauders. By the Seven Hells, I'll have the captains whipped for this! They 
should have stayed by your side!" 

"I bear them no malice," said Kevin. 

"The lord prince is kind," murmured Hulse. 

Kevin looked at Janessa and Malthus for the first time. "Why is Malthus 
in chains? And the lady Aurora?" 

Hulse repeated his charges against the warlock and Janessa. He was 
wondering how much Kevin had heard, and while he spoke his plans were 
changing rapidly. The strike on Aurora must be accelerated, and he must 
reach Rog. There was need for haste, unless Kevin could be killed quietly in 
the castle. 

He was prepared for it when Kevin said coldly: "Release them." 

"My lord!" protested Hulse. "Your royal father lies unburied and you 
would turn his killers free?" 

"Release them," said Kevin again. 

Hulse shrugged sullenly and signaled a gaoler to strike the chains from 
the prisoners. 

"It matters little, after all," he muttered to Janessa as he stood by her 
side. "Your freedom will not last." 


"And now," said Kevin, "I would speak with them in my quarters." He 
looked straight at Hulse. "Alone." 

Hulse shrugged again. As you command... lord," He turned and started 
through the ranks of warriors. 

"Hulse!" Kevin's voice was steely. A voice to be obeyed. "Lord Kevin?" 

Kevin extended his hand. "My father's baton, Hulse, if you please." 

Hulse placed the jeweled cylinder in the Navigator's outstretched hand. 
For an instant, hatred blazed in his eyes. Kevin had made him look foolish 
before the warriors and before Janessa. Kevin, he thought savagely, would 
pay for that... 


Chapter Six 


The lights were soft in Kevin's quarters, and though the storm still raged 
about the battlements of Melissande, it was warm and pleasant before the 
fire on the hearth. The remnants of a meal lay still on the low table, for 
Kevin had given instructions that there should be no interruptions: 

Malthus stood before the fire, his eyes bright as he spoke. Janessa, 
cleansed of her prison grime and clad in a shimmering translucent gown sat 
by Kevin's side, her eyes fixed on the young Navigator's lean, intense face. 

Malthus had almost finished "...and it is there, I think, that Karston will 
be found. I do not know who has sought the mysteries of the Dead World, 
Kevin, but it is a certainty that someone has. Atomics were used on Aurora. 
A large section of Astraris is a radiating ruin. We must seek the answer on 


"But what of this war against Aurora? Hulse has aroused the chieftains 
and you know our people well enough to know that I cannot simply call it 
off. They will want an explanation—and we can give them nothing but 
theories. Hulse can do better—and will," said Kevin thoughtfully. 

"We must act before the war council meets," Malthus said. "Can you get 
us a spaceship?" 

Kevin nodded. "One awaits me at the spaceport. It is but a small vessel, 
yet it will serve for the two of us." 

"Ts it armed?" 

Kevin's eyes veiled. "Well enough," he said. 


Malthus did not pursue the point further. He knew that there were many 
secrets among the Navigators, and seeker though he was, he had no desire 
to pry. 

"But what of Hulse?" asked Janessa. "If you leave here will he not be 
able to launch the attack against my world?" 

Kevin nodded agreement. "He must be watched. But who can do the 
job?" 

Malthus shook his head. "There is no one." 

"Valkyr I may be," said Kevin, "but I cannot remain here to handle 
Hulse. As a Navigator, my first duty is the destruction of those who would 
loose the forbidden weapons on mankind again. I must go to Earth." He 
looked up at the warlock. "Do you know anything of this 'Dead World?" 

"I have studied it for many years—from afar, of course. But I have 
copies of the old maps. They may help. And star-charts, so that we may find 
our way," he replied. "Is it needful, do you think, to stop on Terminus to 
seek the aid of the Imperatrix?" 

"No," said Kevin. "She could do nothing but give us an army and that 
would be useless. One does not thread a needle with a mailed fist." 

"T will get my charts," said Malthus. "They are hidden in my quarters." 

"Take care, Malthus," warned Janessa. "Hulse is free and may do you 
harm." She said this with an almost accusing look at Kevin. 

"I could not confine him, princess," said Kevin with a half-smile. "We 
Valkyrs are a democratic people in our way. I know nothing, though I 
suspect a great deal concerning Hulse. If I had him thrown into a cell I 
would be forced to wait here until the war council of the chieftains met to 
explain why. I have neither the time, nor the inclination." 

"You must await an overt act?" 

"Something like that. At least it must be something I can prove." His 
face darkened. "Hulse has provoked me grievously, Janessa. He is involved 
with those who have killed my father and perhaps even my brother. But I 
cannot strike without proof." 
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Janessa caught the flash of pain that crossed his features at the mention 
of Kreon. She touched his arm lightly. Malthus was gone and they were 


alone. 

Kevin looked into Janessa's face and was caught by what he saw there. 
Her full lips were upturned and parted, her eyes fixed on him, hex golden 
hair touched with fire-light. 

The Navigators lived plainly, but there were no celibates among them. 
They were warriors first and priests of the old knowledge second. Kevin, 
felt his arm tighten about the girl's waist, holding her close to him. He 
caught his breath... 

With a start, he pulled back. This was Janessa of Aurora, a star-princess, 
his brother's promised bride. His arm dropped from around her and he 
muttered an apology. 

Janessa turned away, her cheeks afire. She, too, had quite suddenly 
remembered who and what they were. 

"I... I..." She cast about for a change of subject, her pulse pounding. Her 
hand, still on Kevin's arm touched his bandaged wound and dropped away. 
"Kevin...." 

Kevin reached and turned her face around with his fingertips. "Janessa," 
he said gently. "If only...." 

He did not finish his sentence. There was a whirring, sparking sound in 
the room and a streak of red appeared across the girl's breast. She gave a 
little cry of pain and sagged into Kevin's arms. Across the room from them, 
a flail clattered off the wall with an angry flash of sparks. 

The flail had come from the window. The tartar curtain was ripped 
where the missile had driven through. Kevin pulled the girl to the floor and 
ripped away her gown. There was a shallow gash across her chest where the 
pointed haft had touched her. He staunched the flow of blood quickly with 
strips from her dress, shouting for the guard. 

Janessa grimaced with the pain and clung to Kevin. He held her in his 
arms and kissed her. A hate more violent than any he had ever felt before 
raged through him. He wanted to take the author of that sneaking attack and 
rip him apart with his bare hands. 

Suddenly Janessa released him. "I'm all right, Kevin. I'm all right. 
That... that was meant for you. Hulse! It... it was... Hulse...." Her voice was 
unsteady. "Leave me. Follow him. He... he must not escape...."" She spoke 
with an effort. "This... is... the overt act... you needed. Find him!" 


Kevin's flail was in his hand as he vaulted through the window to the 
narrow walkway around the tower. The rain whipped his cloak quickly into 
a sodden weight and he discarded it. Running around the face of the tower 
toward the battlements, he tripped and went sprawling onto the stones. 
Under his feet lay the body of a dead guardsman, a jeweled dagger still in 
his throat. 

Hulse had made good his escape. 


Chapter Seven 


The spaceship was a thing of almost incredible antiquity. The long, 
tapering hull gleamed in the blue artificial light, reflecting shards of 
brilliance that touched the weapons of the warriors gathered on the plain 
that served as a spaceport. 

The night air was full of the bustle and tension, and the metallic clash of 
arms and armor. Pennons from every land of Valkyr dotted the plain; camps 
had mushroomed. 

The chieftains were gathering in response to the call Lord Hulse had 
sent them, and those who had arrived early had centered at the spaceport to 
voice their disapproval of Kevin's departure. 

At the spaceship's valve, old Count Bayard, ruler of a tribe from the 
southern part of the planet, stood in stern conversation with the young 
Navigator and Malthus. 

The lamplight etched the Count's ruddy face in orange tones. His 
jeweled trappings glittered, and the plumes of his helmet shook angrily as 
he spoke. " 

"You have no right to leave now, Kevin!" he was growling, "and even 
less to refuse to tell us where you go. Your place is here, with your 
chieftains, planning vengeance for your royal father and brother! Hulse 
warned us long ago that you were irresponsible—and I begin to believe it!" 

Kevin's face was set and his eyes gleamed dangerously. "Don't presume 
on your friendship with my late father, Bayard. If I leave it is for a good 
reason. And rest assured that I shall return at the proper time. In the 
meanwhile, you will act as my regent, fulfilling my wishes and obeying my 


instructions. You will hold the war council in session until my return, and 
under no circumstances will you attack Aurora." 

"You know our laws as well as I, Kevin," muttered the old warrior 
sullenly. "I can only recommend, I cannot command. If the war council 
decides against me—or rather you, since I wish those treacherous dogs only 
slow death!—then the attack will be mounted. Even the Navigators on our 
spaceships cannot prevent us! You know that well, Kevin!" 

"Let be, Kevin," said Malthus. "If we succeed... out there, there will be 
no need for an attack on Aurora and no reason for it. If we fail, it will 
matter little, for all will be destroyed." 

"What is he talking about?" demanded the Count. 

Kevin ignored the question. Instead he gave one last set of instructions. 
"Make every effort to find Hulse, Bayard. I personally have stripped him of 
lands and title and declared him outlawed. He is guilty of having attempted 
to kill me and wounding the lady Janessa of Aurora..." 

"Small loss if that she-wolf poisoner should die," grunted Bayard. 

"How gullible you have become, Count," said Malthus dryly. 

"Nevertheless, Hulse is to be found and held 'till my return," ordered 
Kevin. 
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The Cont Bayard saluted grumpily and stomped out of the valve. Kevin 
closed the ponderous door and he and Malthus were alone in the air lock. 

"Do you think Hulse is still on Valkyr?" asked the warlock. 

"Do you?" 

Malthus shook his head. 

"Nor do I," said Kevin. "It would be unlike him to play a dangerous 
game here without having a secret spaceship ready to carry him away. I 
don't like it. It means that whoever has taken over the ruins of the Dead 
World has found many things there that should not be available to men as 
yet." He shrugged. "Come, now. We must start before those bloodthirsty 
idiots out there take it into their heads to detain us by force." He turned and 
led the way along the dark companionways—dark because the lamps set 
into the ornate wall sconces had not been lit. 


Kevin was thinking moodily as he reached the control room in the very 
tip of the ship. "Malthus," he said. "About Janessa—are you sure she will 
be safe where you hid her?" 

Malthus did not answer for a moment, and when he did, his reply was 
evasive. "I took her to the only place where she would be safe." 

Kevin was still not satisfied. He found himself missing the Auroran 
girl's company more than he expected. "Will she have protection?" he 
asked, "After all she is wounded and surrounded by enemies...." 

Malthus smiled, "Not entirely, Kevin. And as to protection—let me say 
that she will have the very best we can afford." 

Kevin nodded, satisfied at least for the moment. He turned his attention 
to the running of the spaceship. 

This was what he had been trained for. The various levers and switches 
marked with mystic symbols came to life under his practiced hands. Far 
below, in the long sealed compartment along the keel of the ship, the 
ancient eternal engines began to mutter as their coils sucked power from the 
very curvature of hyper-space itself. A thrill of movement shook the ship. It 
came alive under the Navigator's touch. It shuddered and began to rise into 
the night sky of Valkyr. 

Gaining speed, it reached for the sparse stars. Space was barren in the 
Outer Marches of the Imperium. The periphery of the galaxy was a lonely 
and forbidding region. Into the night of space, the ancient vessel drove, and 
the darkness closed in about it. Out of the blackness below, the streak of 
light that was Valkyr's terminator appeared. The planet became a crescent, a 
quarter. The blazing Valkyr Sun burst into view, flooding the dim control 
room with its light. 

Kevin touched a graduated dial and the scene beyond the wide port 
became unreal—a wavering thing of streaked and dancing prismatics. The 
mighty spaceship teetered on the brink of hyperspace... and plunged in. 

Kevin opaqued the port to blot out the grayish blankness that human 
eyes should not see. It was a jarring emptiness that made the stomach 
contract and the mind spin with vertigo. Men had gone mad staring out into 
that emptiness. 

The control room was pitch dark now, but for the glow of the luminous 
instruments. Kevin, caped and cowled, looked like some fantastic magician 
at work in the eerie light. 


A hand touched his shoulder and he turned distractedly. Behind him 
stood a figure clad in mail and weapon-harness. But a slight figure, and one 
betrayed by the clinging sheen of the tight metal tunic. 

There was no surprise. Kevin only smiled and caught her hand. It had 
been the only way, of course, and Malthus had seen to it. 

It was Janessa. 


Chapter Eight 


The planet that had been Earth was a shambles. Its surface, once a 
glittering casque of glass and steel, was ripped and sundered. Here, the 
Thousand Emperors had ruled their mighty civilization. From Earth, the 
mother world, the tides of empire had swept out across the galaxy, 
mounting tier on shining tier, crashing with armored thunder on worlds of 
the Edge, and straining across the inter-galactic gulfs toward the awful 
seetee suns of Andromeda and Comae Berenices. 

And here, these men like gods had died, trapped on their helpless planet 
when the tide of Empire had ebbed, and the backwash of internecine war 
had swept over them. Savage warlords from outworld planets had tramped 
the gleaming halls, butchering and raping. The Great Throne had been 
shattered by the mace-blows of a rabble in arms, the sheathing of Earth had 
been dismembered and looted, and then had come the bombs.... 

For uncounted decades that stretched out into centuries then, Earth lay 
in ruins surrounded by the shroud of superstitious dread that pervaded the 
Interregnum. It was the place of All Evil, the lair of Science, the Great 
Destroyer. 

Yet the long silence of death had been broken. Amid the shattered 
rubble, androids moved now. The deep cellars and laboratories had been 
reopened. Someone had dared the place of All Evil, and with discontented 
men and androids, was building again the awful weapons that had nearly 
destroyed the galaxy. 

In a room carved from the wreckage of a once mighty palace, the 
android Rog watched a nervously pacing Valkyr warrior with ill-concealed 
satisfaction. The dwarfish face was distorted by a grimace of malicious 
pleasure. 


"You failed, Hulse," said the android pointedly. "Failed miserably, 
because you are a fool. 

Lord Hulse glared angrily, but did not reply. 

"You have endangered the whole master plan," pursued the android with 
obvious enjoyment. "You could not even eliminate Kevin and that 
meddlesome warlock. The master is displeased, Hulse. He will have to 
strike at Terminus now without the assurance that Valkyr and Aurora will be 
otherwise occupied." 

"What does it matter?" demanded the Valkyr. "We have the spaceships 
and the atomic weapons. What has the Imperatrix to counter that?" 

The android shrugged and drew his cloak tighter about his heavy 
shoulders. "The Navigators. Is that enough?" 

"The Navigators! The Navigators! Always the Navigators! What have 
they but the old spaceships and a ritual of mummery to impress the 
outworlders?" cried Hulse. 

Rog laughed. The sound was a steely one. "You know better, Hulse. But 
have no fear. The Navigators will not interfere. I have seen to it, Hulse. I an 
android...." 

Hulse ignored the thrust. "You have found Kevin?" 

"Of course. The moment your ship arrived here I knew that he would 
follow. I have sent a spaceship—manned by androids—to intercept him. The 
ships of the Navigators are ancient. They have no weapons. This time, 
Hulse, there will be no mistakes." Rog grinned maliciously. "Now go and 
ready yourself. The master would have words with you. Words that you are 
not likely to enjoy hearing." The android rose and bowed mockingly. "Good 
night, my lord." 

Hulse strode out of the room, the scar on his cheek—where Janessa had 
marked him—aflame with fury. Rog's insolent laughter followed him down 
the long empty passageway. 
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Kevin watched the luminous screen before him in perplexity. The dark 
shape limned there was a spaceship—but a spaceship unlike any he had 
ever seen before. There was a nasty functionalism to its heavy contours and 
turreted extremities. It was obviously a warship, and it had picked them up 


in hyperspace, dogging their wake, steadily gaining on them. It was, Kevin 
realized, no Navigator's vessel, and it was new. Much newer and much 
faster than the craft he controlled. 

That the strange ship had been built on the Dead World, the young 
Navigator did not doubt. And if this were so, it followed that it carried 
atomic weapons and would use them. The one thing that bothered Kevin 
was the possibility that he would be forced to fight it. The Navigator's ships 
were not helpless, though their armament was thought to be nonexistent by 
the laity. But Kevin wondered how his weapons would match up with the 
newer and possibly more deadly, weapons of the mysterious plotters who 
had taken over the ruins of Earth. 

As if in answer to his questions, a bright streak leaped from the black 
spaceship toward him. Unconsciously, Kevin altered his course. A moment 
later there was a sun-bright coruscation off to one side, and a clatter of 
metallic fragments on the hull. 

The sudden movement of the ship had alarmed Janessa and Malthus, 
and they stumbled into the control room, wide-eyed and still confused with 
sleep. 

Kevin moved aside to let them see the strange ship in the screen. 
Janessa gasped, and Malthus murmured an oath. 

"It is the same!" cried the girl. "The very same!" 

"Same?" demanded Kevin. "You have seen ships like that before?" 

"Ships of that design attacked the feast on Aurora, Kevin," said Malthus 
with feeling. "We are drawing close to the source." 

Kevin felt a pang of jealousy. He looked up at Janessa. "Then we are not 
far from Karston. Where these ships come from—there we will find my 
brother—" And he could not help adding: "And your betrothed, Janessa." 

Janessa looked away, unwilling to meet his eyes. "Does it matter?" she 
asked. "That ship is armed and we are helpless. We are at the end of the 
road." 

Kevin shook his head and removed a section of the instrument panel, 
baring another beneath. "We are not entirely helpless. But may the Gods of 
Space be with us, for this ship is old and that one mighty." 

Malthus seemed to recognize the secret panel. His old eyes brightened. 
"The Atom Gods! We are armed with the forbidden weapons!" 


Janessa stared, and made the sign of the flail on her breast. "May they 
protect us," she murmured reverently. 

The spaceship from the Dead World closed rapidly. Its first probing shot 
had given the range, and now a Steady stream of atomic missiles poured 
from its turrets. Kevin sat sweating at the controls, flinging the ancient 
vessel back and forth across miles of space in evasive gyrations. Soundless, 
blinding explosions dotted the void, blotting out the stars and the crescents 
of Earth and Moon now nearby, to the blazing night of space. 

Fragments clattered against the hull in a cacophony of terror. Kevin 
clung to his panel and fired back, his own torpedoes adding their fire 

The two ships flung inward toward the Dead World on parallel 
trajectories, spitting flame. There was no thought in Kevin's mind of retreat 
into hyperspace. Their ship was too close now to the planetary mass of 
Earth. It was fight or die. 

A ripping, shrieking roar suddenly filled the ship. The three in the 
control room moaned in agony as the air-pressure dropped painfully, 
doubling them up with aeroembolism. The ship had taken a near miss, and 
the hull was breached. Kevin threw himself forward across the panel and 
struck the damage control relays. Airtight doors slammed and the pressure 
began to build up again weakly. 

Janessa and Malthus sat frozen in mixed pain and terror, watching and 
feeling a battle of giants. Forces unknown to them and their feudal worlds 
clattered and screamed about them as the awful power of the Atom Gods 
seemed to sunder space itself. 

Kevin swung suddenly toward the attacking ship. His own craft was 
damaged. It was now or never. Driving inward, he loosed a full barrage 
from the secret tubes. The last of the missiles plunged out into space, 
seeking the strange spaceship. Kevin watched them with a sort of resigned 
fascination. 

The first missile missed, and the stranger pivoted into firing position. 
The second missile exploded violently a half-mile from the alien's bows. It 
seemed to stagger from the force of the near miss and began to tumble end 
over end in an unrealistic acrobatic dance. The third and fourth and fifth 
struck it fairly amidships, and the black craft dissolved into an expanding 
bubble of light and melting debris. 


Kevin drew a shuddering sigh. The battle was over. For the time being 
at least, they had won. 
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Slowly, like a great silver fish, the wounded spaceship sank downward 
toward the forbidding night side of Earth. A gibbous moon bathed the 
desolation below with pale radiance. Kevin, Malthus, and Janessa gazed 
through the port at the ruins below. 

Once, the mammoth city that had ruled the galaxy had covered the 
entire planet like a sheath of glass and metal—but now huge rents in the 
surface showed dark where the stuff of the world's inner crust had been 
roiled and bared by the force of atomic bombs. Here and there vegetation 
had grown in these gaps, but in the light of the moon they could see that it 
was grotesque and vaguely obscene stuff, drawing its substance from a soil 
that had been forever poisoned by the by-products of fission. 

"Indeed," muttered Malthus, "this is the place of All Evil. It reeks of 
death." 

Kevin shuddered to think of his proud brother being held prisoner on 
such a planet. He glanced at the charts—yellow with age—that Malthus had 
given him. They had agreed that the only possible place were facilities 
capable of producing the forbidden weapons might be found would be a 
district far from the ruins of the governmental offices. Malthus had marked 
the location on the chart and Kevin had striven to take the spaceship as near 
there as possible without risking detection. The place was called H'nford—a 
strange and exotic name. 

"As nearly as I can reckon it," said Kevin presently, "we are over this 
H'nford." 

Malthus and Janessa stared downward through the port, but nothing but 
moonlit desolation greeted their gaze. 

"I see nothing," said the girl. "Wait! Look there, Malthus! Did you see a 
light?" 

"There is nothing now," replied the warlock. 

"It was a light," Janessa said, running a nervous hand over her mailed 
arm. "I saw it clearly." 


Kevin nodded and let the spaceship drop lower. Silently and very, very 
gently, the long tapering craft settled down amid the rubble. There was a 
scraping noise as the weight of the ship crushed the weathered remnants of 
once mighty structures.... and then silence. A heavy silence, pregnant with 
unknown danger and dread. 


Chapter Nine 


Janessa, under protest, had remained in the ship. Malthus and Kevin had 
spent the night exploring. They stood now, flails in hand, among the rubble 
a half-mile from the ship. In the east, the sky was growing light. Kevin 
listened, perplexed. From somewhere, a faint but throaty rumbling sound 
seemed to come. He had heard it since stepping out of the ship, but their 
search had uncovered nothing but ruins and ghastly plant-life. 

Kevin dropped to his knees, still listening. For a long while he remained 
so, and when he arose he said: "The sound comes from under us, Malthus." 

"Machinery," said the warlock. "The whole region must be 
honeycombed with caverns. Somehow we must find our way down." 

"My maps may help us there," Malthus said. "There is certainly nothing 
on the surface—" 

As though to give his words the lie, a face appeared among the rubble. 
For a moment both the Navigator and Malthus stood frozen by surprise. In 
the faint dawn-light, they could see the gross features plainly. It was 
unmistakably an android. 

Kevin recovered first, leaping to the attack. This prowler could not be 
allowed to spread the alarm. 

Sparks flashed in the dawn as the Navigator met the android's flail with 
his own. Kevin, in his anxiety to end the combat quickly, almost 
electrocuted himself on the creature's weapon. 

The android was no flailsman, but he defended himself well. Try, as he 
might, he could not strike the finishing lash. Malthus stood aside, for he felt 
himself more hindrance than help in the close quarters amid the wreckage. 

Uppermost in the Navigator's mind was the notion that this android 
might not be alone. Quite suddenly, this idea was confirmed, and Kevin's 
heart contracted with fear. 


Above the clash of battle, he heard a single shrill cry—a woman's cry 
for help. Kevin struck mightily with his flail and watched the chain wrap 
around the android's body. Then the ball struck home and Kevin heard a 
hum of killing power, and in a moment the android lay dead at his feet. 

He wrenched the flail free and turned fearfully toward the spaceship, 
Malthus following at his best speed. The sight that greeted them made 
Kevin's breath catch in his throat. The valve hung open and within there 
was only silence. 

Kevin and Malthus stared, afraid to speak. The Navigator vaulted into 
the ship, running wildly now toward the control room. He burst in and 
stopped short in dismay. 

Janessa was gone. 
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Here, Kevin, and here," said Malthus, pointing to the old map. "These 
are tunnel mouths that may give access to the vaults beneath." 

Kevin found it hard to concentrate. His mind was full of his own 
carelessness and failure. Now both Karston and Janessa were in the hands 
of the mysterious plotters of the Dead World, and success seemed far away 
indeed. 

"These charts show that a way of destroying this entire section was 
included by the builders—a system of mines, using the power of the atom. 
It may be that these mines are still intact, for the last of the Thousand 
Emperors was a coward, the legends say." 

Kevin nodded distractedly. He was impatient and chafed to begin the 
search for Janessa and his brother. 

Malthus and the Navigator crouched in the shadow of an overturned 
monument, out of the slanting rays of the sinking sun. A full day had passed 
in restless inactivity, for nothing could be done in daylight save move the 
spaceship to a better hiding place. This done, they waited and planned. 

"That single spire that remains over there," Malthus pointed, "is the ruin 
of this skylon shown on the map, I think. Beneath it is one of the tunnel 
openings into the vaults. And behind it, where that grove of stunted trees 
grows is the other. See? It is this one that might lead to the chamber where 
the mines' detonator is located." He frowned and squinted across the 


jumbled landscape. "If these plotters know of the danger to their base, they 
will have this tunnel well-guarded. If not—" His old eyes glittered and he 
did not finish. 

Kevin fingered the haft of his flail and muttered an oath. "I must find 
her, Malthus. By the Gods of Space, I must find her!" 

The warlock laid a hand on the younger man's shoulder, but he could 
say nothing. Kevin was deep in self-criticism, and Malthus had seen the 
bond growing unbidden between him and the princess of Aurora. 

The sun sank lower, and Kevin and Malthus ate sparingly of the ration 
of concentrates they carried in their belt pouches. At last it was evening. 
The stars began to fill the sky in a profusion unknown to these men of the 
Outer Marches. The misty luminosity of the Galactic Lens' edge formed a 
faintly silver river across the heavens. 

"It is even as the old books have said," breathed Malthus, looking 
upward. "Truly this was once a fitting center for a mighty empire..." 

"It is almost time, Malthus," said Kevin. 

"I have a plan, Kevin," offered the warlock. "Listen. I am old and can be 
of little help to you. Therefore I shall seek this place alone..." He let his 
finger fall on the mine-center. "You follow the sound of the machines down 
this other tunnel. Where the machines are to be found, there will you find 
what you are seeking. Meanwhile, I will try to solve the riddle of the 
ancient ones' trap. Perhaps I will uncover the means to wipe out this nest." 
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Kevin thought for a moment and then agreed, but he said: "Take great 
care, Malthus, if you find this place. The power of the Atom Gods is strange 
and you may set in motion forces that you cannot recall." 

"I will be careful," Malthus replied. "And guard yourself too, Kevin. 
Remember we are alone here. I will meet you at the spaceship at dawn." 

Kevin nodded, and watched while the old warlock slipped out into the 
open and was swallowed up by the darkness of the night. The Navigator 
glanced at the sky. It would be a full three hours before the moon would 
rise. Until then he could move about with relative immunity. He loosened 
his weapons and set out toward the twisted spire that loomed a darker 
shadow against the unfamiliar stars. 


The tunnel mouth was not covered with debris, as he had expected it to 
be. Instead it yawned wide, and the ground underfoot was worn smooth 
with the passage of many wheeled vehicles. From within the tunnel a faint 
light emanated. 

Kevin pressed himself against a huge pavingstone that stood upright 
near the tunnel. Limned against the lighted opening stood an armed guard. 
The stocky figure suggested an android. 

Kevin pulled back into the darkness and dropped to his hands and 
knees. Carefully, soundlessly, he worked, himself around the tunnel mouth 
and up the slight slope beside it. Presently he crouched above the arch and 
directly above and behind the drowsy guard. 

Kevin stood erect. His foot touched a loose bit of detritus and sent it 
clattering down the slope. Suddenly awake, the guard whipped out his flail 
and half-turned. His questing shout was cut off by the leaping figure of the 
Navigator dropping on his shoulders, dagger held stiffly point-down. 

The guard crumpled under Kevin's weight and the blade struck home. 
He died with a mumbling, watery sigh. Kevin stood up and pulled his blade 
free, glancing down the sloping tunnel. He was still alone. No sound but the 
faraway rumble of machinery came to his straining ears. 

Kevin started downward, his shadow dancing crazily behind him, and 
then leaping out ahead like some fantastic devil as he passed each 
successive flambeau. 

For what seemed a long while, Kevin made his way down, passing 
uncounted branching tunnels—all dark. Abruptly he stopped and listened. 
What he heard set his heart to racing. It was the measured tread of marching 
feet and the clatter of weapons. The guard was being relieved, and the 
squad was marching up the same tunnel where Kevin stood, momentarily 
irresolute. 

He had the impulse to stand and fight, but then he realized that he would 
be one against far too many. There was only retreat left him—and he must 
move quickly. 

Turning, he fled back up the tunnel to the nearest branch. The side 
burrow loomed dark and menacing, but he plunged inward without a 
backward glance. A few stumbling steps into the blackness, he stopped to 
listen. With a silent curse on his lips he heard the guard captain say to one 
of his men: 


"The spaceship sent out failed to intercept them, and Rog is displeased 
—so take care that no one passes here, Ranam. Watch and do not sleep!" 
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Kevin realized that they were being searched for, and that each 
branching tunnel would now be guarded. He listened for some mention of 
Janessa, but heard nothing more beyond a few routine soldierly complaints 
and the fading of the squad's footsteps up the tunnel. 

He could not return to the main tunnel now. The mouth of the branch 
was guarded, and as soon as the body of the guard he had killed was found 
a search would begin in every byway of the main burrow. There was only 
one way to go, and that was ahead, into the Stygian blackness of the 
burrow. 

Kevin traveled in darkness for what may have been a half-hour before 
he dared risk the light of his pocket torch. He saw then that the floor of this 
burrow was only half-choked with rubble and tracks lay half-buried 
underfoot. Long ago, millennia perhaps, a vehicle had run along these ways. 
It was a comfort to the Navigator to know that the burrow was not a dead 
end, at least. 

Kevin walked cautiously for an hour and more, before a faint light 
ahead made him pause. There was no movement ahead, but the sound of 
machinery was suddenly loud, and the light brightened as he drew near. 

Ahead lay a deserted gallery. On one side a series of graceful arches 
faced the source of the light and sound while on the other, there was only 
the smooth rock face of the tunnel wall. 

Kevin moved forward, flail in hand. Just ahead lay the first arch, and 
beyond that a dozen more. The gallery ended in darkness and a continuation 
of the tunnel. 

Kevin reached the first arch and moved carefully around the fluted 
column that supported it. What he saw made him doubt his own sanity. 

A vast underground chamber spread out below, a room so huge that its 
dimensions were lost in the flickering light of a thousand lamps. The floor 
lay a good three hundred feet below the gallery and the roof arched up to 
unknown heights. Within this monstrous hall, a clatter of machines jarred 
the ears. And in rows, stretching out as far as he could see. Kevin looked 


upon a monster fleet of spaceships in every stage of construction. Great, 
powerful vessels, designed like the warship he had destroyed beyond the 
moon. Figures of men and androids moved among these ships, tending the 
ancient machines and overseeing a thousand small tasks. 

Kevin sank back against the wall, shaken. He had not realized the size 
and scope of the plot he faced until he saw this! 
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For a long while, Kevin watched the great hangar from his hiding-place 
on the deserted gallery. He began to doubt his ability to cope with a plot of 
such magnitude, but there was nothing to be done now. He was too well 
committed to do anything but continue forward. 

The faraway echo of men running alerted him. The sound was coming 
from the dark maw of the tunnel. The guards had found their dead comrade 
on the surface; the search for him had begun. 

Behind him lay capture—ahead, the unknown. Kevin dropped to his 
hands and knees and crawled past the arches to where the burrow began 
again. This time he dared not risk a light. 

Breathlessly, he ran through the darkness, stumbling and staggering 
over unseen obstacles. Then quite suddenly he crashed against a solid wall 
of rubble. The impact sent him reeling backward. 

Quickly he lit his pocket torch. What he saw made him cry out with 
dismay. The tunnel was closed—choked with debris. He was trapped. 

This then, was the end of his adventure. He would die like a rat in this 
underground cul-de-sac. The blood of a thousand fighting ancestors raged 
at the thought. Savagely, he set to work pulling stones from the pile, setting 
up a barricade between himself and his pursuers. 

The old masonry came away freely, and soon Kevin had erected a low 
breastwork across the tunnel floor that would at least offer some protection. 
Then he knelt in the darkness, waiting. 

A cool draft struck him on the back of the legs, and he moved away 
with an unconscious annoyance. Then the significance of that cold air came 
to him, and he whirled and began to rip at the rubble wall behind him. The 
draft grew stronger. Behind him the sounds of the pursuit grew louder. 


Now a faint light seeped through the piled stonework. Kevin tore at the 
pile with bloodied fingers until at last he could worm his way into a narrow 
opening where three stones had wedged to form a jagged tubeway. For 
perhaps twenty tortuous feet, Kevin worked his way under the wreckage, 
emerging at last into a dim chamber lit by a single lamp. As he moved to 
pull himself out from his tight-fitting tubeway, a sullen rumble began. The 
rocks, dislodged by his movements, collapsed, shutting off the opening. 

The Navigator felt a crushing pain in his legs as the rubble fell. 
Suppressing a moan, he dragged himself clear and onto the floor of the 
wide chamber. 

For a long while Kevin sat on the flagstones, gritting his teeth against 
the inroads of the pain in his legs. Presently he gathered his strength and 
staggered to his feet. A flood of relief came over him. His legs were torn 
and streaked with blood and dust, but though they shot lancets of pain 
through him each time he moved, he was reasonably certain no real damage 
had been done. And the pursuers were cut off.... 

Kevin turned his attention to the room in which he found himself. It 
showed some signs of occupancy. The floors were reasonably clear of 
detritus and there were cases and weapons stacked along the walls. 
Apparently this chamber was being used as a store-room. Ahead lay a 
curtained archway, and a dark room. 
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Moving with some difficulty, Kevin shoved aside the curtain cautiously 
and looked about him. He stood in the archway of a luxuriously furnished 
sleeping apartment. Clothes and trappings, furs and weapons lay about as 
though they had been recently discarded. He picked up a rich cape that lay 
thrown carelessly across the still-warm bed. His eyes widened. In the dim 
light he could make out the arms of Valkyr blazoned in gems on the silvery 
fabric. 

Kevin looked about him. Everything in this room indicated recent 
occupancy. At the far end of the chamber, still another curtained arch stood. 
The drapes were drawn, but Kevin could see the light of many lamps 
shining through them, and outlined against the fabric, the silhouette of a tall 
man.... 


Kevin's flail slithered silently from its sheathing. He moved toward the 
arch, ready to strike at the first sign of movement. But there was none. 
Instead, there came the sound of footsteps as several people entered the 
outer room. Kevin cursed silently. Now the man limned against the 
draperies was not alone. The Navigator flattened himself against a wall and 
listened. Soon the sound of angry voices came to him. Kevin's brows knit in 
perplexity, two of the voices were tantalizingly familiar. 

"So you failed too, Rog! By the Seven Hells, I'm surrounded by 
incompetents!" 

"Sir, I promise you that I will have him before dawn. The woman is 
already in our hands." A pause, and then: "That, at least, is more than the 
mighty lord could accomplish!" 

"Android pig! I've taken all I am going to from you! Flail, damn you!" 

"By the Gods of Space, stop it, you two!" came the resonant powerful 
voice. "I have not spent years planning for this to have your stupid 
prejudices ruin everything now! You, Hulse, are a fool! You could not even 
prevent Kevin's meddling! And you, Rog, are even worse than a fool, 
sending a ship manned by androids out to battle a Navigator! Did you ever 
stop to think what would have happened if that young idiot Kevin had not 
rushed to land after the fight? Suppose he had returned to Algol and the 
Citadel of the Navigators? What then, Rog?" 

Kevin felt his cheeks burning. The stranger with the resonant voice was 
right, of course. He had been an idiot and worse not to return to Algol for 
help. Now Janessa was in the hands of these men and he was helpless 
against them. 

Kevin's hand clenched on the haft of his flail. Hulse was almost in reach 
of him and he could do nothing, for fear of harming Janessa. 

"Rog," commanded the powerful voice, "bring the princess of Aurora 
here to me." 

"Is that wise?" demanded Hulse. 

"What does it matter now? In spite of your bungling, I will mount the 
first attack on Terminus tomorrow—" 

Kevin's heart sank. Tomorrow! As soon as that. 

"But we are not up to full strength," protested Hulse. 

"You still think in terms of dagger and flail, Hulse. We need only the 
fifty ships already completed to completely wipe out the Imperial City. And 


without an Imperatrix what star-king will dare oppose me?" 

"But Valkyr...2" 

The voice was steady. "I would have spared Valkyr the power of the 
Atom Gods, Hulse, but you have failed me. If need be I will level the 
planet." 

Traitor though he was, Hulse seemed to still feel something for the 
planet of his birth. "By the gods, sir—" 

"Do you think I will stop at that? Now? Hulse, I have been a party to the 
most heinous crimes for the sake of the new empire! I have gone against 
blood and country, against liege and religion for this! Can I spare Valkyr 
now?" demanded the voice with deep feeling. 

Kevin stepped forward, weapon ready. A sick suspicion was growing 
within him, and with it a pulsing rage. 

Janessa's voice caught him up sharply. 

"So you are here, Hulse! You filthy pig! Don't come near me—my 
stomach turns at the sight of you!" 

Then apparently, the girl became aware of the other man in the room for 
the first time. Kevin heard her strangled gasp: 

"Oh, Gods! You...!" 

There was no time for more. Kevin thrust aside the curtain and stepped 
into the room, flail poised to strike. 

The sudden shock of the tableau that met his eyes staggered Kevin. 
Hulse stood at the far end of the room, eyes wide with surprise and quick 
fear. Janessa, still dressed in her shirt of mail but weaponless stood by the 
squat figure of an android. But it was the other that shook Kevin to the 
heart. 

The tall figure stood not ten feet from him, carelessly dressed and 
unarmed—but regal. 

It was as though Kevin looked into a mirror and saw his own face as it 
might be after ten more years of a life filled with battle and driving, searing 
ambition. 

The Navigator's flail dropped limply to his side, a sickening knowledge 
oozed through him like bitter gall. 

"Karston...." he said faintly. "You." 


Chapter Ten 


Karston smiled slowly. It was not a friendly smile. 

"Yes, brother," he said. "Are you surprised?" 

Kevin shook his head dully. "Not really. I should have guessed. Valkyr 
would never have been enough to sate your appetite for power...." 

"No." 

Kevin looked at his brother with mute appeal. "But our father, Karston. 
You didn't..." 

"I did, Kevin. I ordered his death." 

Kevin felt ill. He stared at his brother's proud and suddenly evil face. 
This was a man of his own blood—parricide, traitor, plotter. There had 
always been a hardness, a cruelty in him that kept him apart from Kevin. 
Now at last, it was in the open. Kevin felt a thrill of complete hatred. He 
dropped his flail to the flagstones. It rang sharply. No one moved. 

Kevin walked slowly toward Karston. Still no move was made to stop 
him. Karston was smiling at him with that iron-hard grimace of complete 
cruelty. Kevin felt a reddish film of fury falling over his eyes. His hands 
opened and closed spasmodically. 

Suddenly, the room went mad. Kevin swung hard and caught his brother 
across the mouth with his open left hand. Hulse leaped to Karston's defense, 
and Janessa struck Rog with all her strength. The android staggered, 
stunned by the unexpected blow. Janessa pulled the dagger from Rog's 
weapon-harness and leaped for Hulse. 

Kevin drove his brother to the wall, fists crashing again and again into 
his face. He was blind with agonized rage. He wanted to kill Karston with 
his bare hands. Karston struck back strongly, jolting Kevin with sledge- 
hammer blows. 

Hulse grabbed at the crossed straps of Kevin's harness and pulled him 
back, his dagger raised. Suddenly Hulse stiffened, released Kevin and 
staggered backward. On his shoulders, like a fury, Janessa clung, Rog's 
dagger stained with crimson as she drove the blade again and again into 
Hulse's chest. He fell to his knees with a look of wide-eyed disbelief on his 
face. Then he pitched forward and lay twitching in a pool of his own blood. 

Rog got to his feet and wrenched the dagger away from Janessa, 
sending her staggering with a blow across the face. He leaped into the 


melee, where Karston and Kevin rolled in savage combat on the bloodied 
floor, striking at Kevin wildly. 

Janessa got to her hands and knees with an effort and reached Kevin's 
fallen flail. Now Rog and Karston had Kevin down, each trying to get in the 
death blow. Karston with his fists and Rog with his flashing dagger. 

Janessa pushed Kevin's flail toward his outstretched clutching hand. He 
grabbed it, and with a superhuman effort he swung the heavy weapon. The 
haft of it caught Karston on the forehead and he slumped soundlessly to the 
floor. Kevin leaped to his feet as Rog whipped up fallen Hulse's flail and 
launched himself at the Navigator. 

Pain from his injured legs and from a dozen flesh-wounds shot through 
Kevin. He was clumsy and off balance, and the android's charge threw him 
back to the wall. He swung his flail frantically until he could get his 
balance. Rog, android or not, was a flailsman. He pressed in upon Kevin 
and the room resounded to the ringing clash of weapons, to the flying 
lightnings of the two lashing flails. 

Rog aimed a blow at the Navigator's head which Kevin barely parried. 
He stumbled on Hulse's body, and only his cape saved him from Rog's 
quick attack. 

Back to the wall, Kevin turned to the attack. He feinted a thrust at Rog's 
legs and as the flail came down for the parry, Kevin's weapon brushed the 
android's neck. Rog gave a grunt of pain and pressed forward. Kevin side- 
stepped his charge and heard Janessa shouting something to him, but he 
dared not turn to see. Rog whirled and narrowly missed Kevin's throat with 
a wild whiplike motion. Kevin forced Rog's flail aside and struck with his 
own. The chain wrapped tight around the android's body and it stood stiffly 
still for a moment. His flail dropped from nerveless finders and then he 
teetered unsteadily on his feet. He fell heavily across the body of Hulse, and 
there was silence in the room. 

Janessa was at Kevin's side now, ripping away strips of fabric from her 
tunic to bind his wounds. He stood panting, looking around him. Except for 
the girl, the room was empty. Karston was gone. 

"I tried to tell you, Kevin," she said shakily. "He came-to while you 
were fighting and ran for that passageway." She pointed to a dark tunnel 
that led from the chamber. 


"Then we've failed," said Kevin bitterly. "He's escaped us, and the 
attack on Terminus has been planned for tomorrow—today now. There is no 
time left for us." 

Janessa clung to him. "Kevin, you have done all you can. We must leave 
this place before Karston's people find us here. He'll be back with help— 
and soon." 

Kevin nodded dully. He felt spent and weak. He had done all he could 
do. The only thing that remained in his mind was escape and safety for 
Janessa. 

Together they started up the long, dark passageway. 
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The pursuit began quickly. Kevin could hear the clatter of armed men 
reverberating up the tunnel as they ran. His breath came in short rasping 
sobs now, for he was shaky with fatigue and discouragement. 

For what seemed hours, Janessa and Kevin ran up the ill-lighted tunnels, 
darting into each successive new branch until at last they could no longer 
hear the sounds of their pursuers. 

"We've lost them," Janessa said. 

"And lost ourselves, too," muttered Kevin. 

It was true. They were hopelessly entangled in the underground maze 
that honeycombed this section of the ancient ruins. But they could only 
continue onward and hope. 

Hour followed hour, and they wandered through the dark corridors. At 
last they could go no further and they dropped to the rubble-choked floor to 
rest. 

There was nothing to be said. Kevin leaned back against the tunnel wall 
wearily, Janessa's head on his shoulder. It both comforted him and 
infuriated him that they were together. That their great adventure should 
end this way filled him with helpless fury—but having Janessa by his side, 
feeling her close to him filled him with a contentment he had never known 
before. He kissed her hair and her lips, tasting what he knew now he would 
never have abandoned to Karston. 

Suddenly she straightened. "Listen!" she said. 


Kevin strained to hear. From somewhere ahead came the sound of gears 
grinding. Kevin leaped to his feet, pulling the girl after him. 

In tight silence, they made their way forward, around a bend in the 
burrow. A rectangle of light betrayed a door. Kevin ran forward and shoved 
it ajar, dagger free. 
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With Janessa close behind him, Kevin stepped into a lighted room. This 
place too was strewn with rubble and wreckage, but the Navigator 
recognized it instantly. He had seen such a room in the Cloister on Algol. 
The dials bore unfamiliar markings, and the control panels were strange and 
archaic but it was unmistakably a control center for an atomic power plant. 

Seated before one of the panels was a hooded figure that turned in alarm 
as they entered. Kevin leaped forward, dagger ready to strike. 

And then the light struck a white beard and a silvery nimbus of hair. It 
was Malthus. 

"By the gods, Kevin, you gave me a start!" Then the old warlock caught 
sight of Janessa and he came forward to embrace her. "You did it, Kevin!" 

Kevin nodded and turned away. He had to tell the old warlock a thing 
that pained him to put into words. 

"Malthus," he said slowly, "Hulse is dead. And—" 

"And what? What? Tell me quickly," cried the old man eagerly. "What 
have you found out?" 

"The leader is.... Karston." 

"No! By the Seven Hells, no!" 

"Yes. It was he who organized the attack on Astraris. It... it was he 
who..." Kevin could not go on. 

"Who had Kreon killed," finished Malthus heavily. 

"Yes." 

For a long moment the three stood in silence, each thinking private 
thoughts. Kevin of his treacherous brother. Janessa of Kevin and the future. 
Malthus of Valkyr and the end of a reigning house. 

"But look what I have found here," exclaimed the warlock with 
exaggerated enthusiasm. "The maps lied, Kevin. There was no mines. There 
was only this room." 


Kevin became aware suddenly of a clicking noise. He looked about him. 
On the ancient panel a dial was quivering with life. The dancing needle was 
inching upward into an arc of red. 

The Navigator looked at Malthus with alarm. "Did you touch any of 
these controls?" 

The warlock nodded. "Those over there." He indicated to red-marked 
verniers. "The symbols were hard to read, for they are in the ancient script 
of the First Empire. But I believe they said dampers. Whatever that may 
mean. I brushed them accidentally." 

"Gods!" 

"Is something wrong?" 

"What is it, Kevin?" asked Janessa, frightened by the sudden strain in 
Kevin's face. 

Kevin was thinking of the mighty atomic furnaces on the planets of 
Algol, where the Navigators experimented with the fierce power of the 
atom. 

"This panel controls the power sources for these caverns," he said. 
"You've removed the dampers and the pile is approaching its critical mass!" 

The term meant little to Malthus and less to Janessa. Kevin dragged 
them toward the door. "There's no time now! Do you know the way out of 
here?" 

Caught by Kevin's sudden fear, the old warlock took the lead, running 
with unsuspected speed along the tunnels that climbed steadily upward. 

Kevin's heart was pounding as he thought of that needle swinging 
steadily toward the red arc back in the empty control room. He held tight to 
Janessa's hand, praying to all the gods of space for time enough. 
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Unexpectedly, they burst into the open in a grove of tangled and 
grotesque trees. The stars were fading from the sky as dawn filtered down 
out of the night. 

Now Kevin took the lead, scrambling over the piles of wreckage toward 
where the spaceship lay hidden. 

They had almost made it when they were discovered. A swarm of 
alerted guards appeared among the rubble, and the morning air sang 


suddenly to the whirr of hurtling flails. 

Kevin ducked behind a row of upturned stones and reached for his flail. 
His hand closed on nothing. Then he remembered with sinking heart that he 
had left it on the floor of Karston's chamber. 

Only precipitous retreat would save them, then. There was no question 
of fighting. Kevin led the way forward, toward the ship, twisting and 
dodging amidst the wreckage. 

Precious moments were wasted in their zigzag course. Minutes that 
might mean life or death, as that needle in the empty room far below 
climbed toward the danger mark and the mighty piles strained to be free. 

At last they reached the ship. Kevin vaulted into the open valve and 
pulled Janessa after him. Malthus was lagging a hundred feet behind. 
Missiles were beginning to clatter against the flanks of the vessel. 

Malthus had almost reached the valve when a flying flail took him 
between the shoulder blades. Sparks flashed and the old warlock collapsed 
like a scorched rag doll and lay still. Janessa screamed. 

The guards were closing in around them, but Kevin leaped down out of 
the valve and ran to Malthus' side. The old man's eyes fluttered faintly and 
his lips moved. 

"Go quickly... Kevin. This... is a... small... price to pay..." 

Kevin felt him go limp in his arms. Tears smarted behind the 
Navigator's eyes. Malthus was dead. 

Kevin rose slowly, unconscious of the tumult all about him. 

"Kevin!" Janessa's voice was shrill and unnatural. Kevin started and 
broke for the valve again, a shrieking horde of androids at his heels. 

With a touch, he swung the heavy valve shut and ran for the control 
room. The vessel stirred and came to life under him, reaching for the safety 
of the sky. Under the ship's battered keel the androids surged angrily. 

Like an arrow, the ancient ship climbed sunward. Kevin looked down 
and saw two black spaceships aground, readying themselves for the pursuit. 


Then the earth sundered. A ball of fire erupted from the wreckage of the 
Dead World—a corrosive, expanding ball of fire that rolled over the black 
ships, over the whole of that region, vaporizing flesh and metal into a 
roiling black and yellow mushroom cloud that reached upward and outward 
toward the stratosphere..... 


The spaceship bucked and protested as the fury of the explosion's 
concussion struck it. Janessa and Kevin clung together, stunned by the 
violence of the hell below. 

When it was at last over, and the fragments ceased to rain down, the 
Dead World was once again at peace. 

Ahead lay the Valkyr Sun. Kevin and Janessa watched it grow. To them 
it seemed a symbol of their future life together, for the galaxy slept secure 
now, and never again would the secrets of the place of All Evil tempt men 
to dreams of empire. 

For Kevin there was ahead the rule of his people, and the people of 
Aurora. For Janessa there was Kevin. Somehow, that seemed enough. 


